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How European public broadcasters 
have responded to the COVID-19 
crisis with children’s content
Madiana Asseraf

The article summarizes how differ-
ent European broadcasters adapted 
their programme offer for children 
as a result of the coronacrisis and 
the closure of schools and daycare 
centres.

With the unprecedented challenge 
to public broadcasters posed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, children’s con-
tent has been once again at the heart of 
EBU1 members’ strategies to serve new 
audience needs. The coronavirus con-
text and the closure of schools came 
fast and was unexpected for many of 
us – and became a challenging and 
learning experience. 

“SCHOOL DOESN’T STOP”

I will not easily forget Friday 13 March, 
when most European countries sud-
denly announced that children would 
not go back to school from the fol-
lowing Monday until further notice. 
This gave our Members just 48 hours 
to come up with new programmes 
and scheduling strategies for children 
which was a real marathon! 
Despite the marathon, public broad-
casters have succeeded in adapting 
their programmes and schedules and 
significantly increased their (children) 
audience rates. Broadcasters such as 
RTV Slovenia, HRT in Croatia, France 
Télévisions and Czech Television were 
among the first to have live TV educa-

tional content up and running in the 
week following the announcement. 
“We immediately launched TV school in 
partnership with our Ministry of Education. 
We have 4 hours of programming per day for 
children from 1st to 4th grade. It was hectic in 
the first few weeks. But we, as a public broad-
caster, managed to highlight our contribution 
to our society during this hard time. Children 
did not lose one single day of school,” says 
Rahela Stefanovic, Strategic Advisor with HRT.

Other EBU Members, such as RTVE 
in Spain, LRT in Lithuania, ZDF in 
Germany, SRF in Switzerland, RTE in 
Ireland and ORF in Austria were also 
very fast in making educational con-
tent available on their corresponding 
digital platforms or even launching new 
virtual libraries, classrooms and edu-
cational apps. In the following weeks, 
the majority of EBU Members have put 
their hearts and minds into launch-
ing quality educational programmes 
for children and on all platforms – a 
good example of this is Georgian Public 
Broadcaster, whose Director General 
has taught some of the lessons himself.
“As Georgia’s public broadcaster, we real-
ized the challenge facing the mountainous 
regions (limited internet access), large 
families and vulnerable groups. In just 2 
weeks, we transformed our second chan-
nel into an educational platform where 
children of all ages were able to study 
all school subjects. The lesson we have 
learned is that, in a critical situation, be-
sides from supplying quality information, 
our top mission is to respond to public 
needs as promptly as possible,” says Tinatin 
Berdzenishvily, Deputy Director General of 
GPB in Georgia. 

As Rai says to children in the name of 
their new educational programme, “La 
Scuola non si ferma” (school doesn’t 
stop), thanks to their public broad-
caster.

“When it became clear that schools were not 
going to reopen before summer, Rai devoted 
its educational TV channel Rai Scuola to high 
school students only, and launched a new 
3-hour daily programme for primary and 
middle schools on TV channel Rai Gulp: it is 
a live show produced at Rai’s Turin studios 
respecting the strict safety rules, in collabora-
tion with the Ministry of Education, in which 
students can interact with teachers. All that 
content and more is also available on demand 
on Rai vod platform, Rai Play,” says Luca 
Milano, Director of Rai Ragazzi.

INFORMATION: SAFEGUARD-
ING CHILDREN’S HEALTH, 
INTRODUCING POSITIVE 
ELEMENTS AND ALLOWING 
CHILDREN TO INTERACT

During these strange times, it is also a 
priority for public broadcasters to make 
sure kids know how to protect them-
selves from the virus: why they should 
stay at home, how to properly wash 
their hands, what is social distancing, 
etc. Many EBU Members have either 
launched new news programmes for 
children (such as the newly launched 
Allô Okoo from France Télévisions, 
NRK’s new radio show for children or 
Czech Télévisions short informational 
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clips for children), while others have 
increased or strengthened their exist-
ing news slots for children (such as RTV 
Slovenia, RTBF’s Les Niouzz (Ill.  1) or 
Rai in Italy).
Combining honesty – for children 
to know what is really going on 
– with reassuring and positive ele-
ments is obviously a challenge and 
yet crucial in these circumstances. 
MTVA in Hungary, for example, has 
decided to focus on positive news 
for children, telling them stories 
around the positive effects of the 
crisis, such as spending more time 
with loved ones or learning new 
things. Several broadcasters, such 
as Swedish Radio, LRT in Lithuania 
or RTV Slovenia also launched fun 
and informational songs and music 
videos, explaining to kids how to be-
have to be protected from the virus.  

“France Télévisions was one of the first 
broadcasters to launch live educational 
programmes on TV. With La maison Lumni 
(Ill. 2), children can watch a daily classroom 
show hosted by teachers. When that was 
covered, we launched  Allô Okoo: online 
content to support kids and parents and to 
answer their questions about COVID-19 in 
a very simple and funny way,” says Tiphaine 
De Raguenel, Director of Children’s Content 
with France Télévisions.

Another extremely important ele-
ment for public broadcasters during 
the crisis has been making sure they 

understand children’s main ques-
tions and concerns, as well as to show 
children that they are there for them. 
Broadcasters, such as DR in Denmark, 
RTP in Portugal and Rai in Italy have 
increased the times of community 
management on their Instagram and 
WhatsApp channels so that children 
receive answers to their questions on 
an almost 24/7 basis. Some of them 
have also encouraged children to send 
questions that are then answered live 
on children’s TV news programmes 
(in the cases of ZDF in Germany and 
VRT in Belgium) or radio (in the cases 
of NRK in Norway and Swedish Radio). 
Experts, celebrities and politicians 
have taken part in a selection of these 
programmes to answer questions. 

“It’s not enough to have the best animation 
programmes. What differentiates the DNA 
of public service media broadcasters from 
other players is that we do have as a mis-
sion ‘Inform, Educate, Entertain and Inspire’ 
and those pillars are today more relevant 
than ever,” says Andrea Basilio, RTP’s Head 
of Kids. 

CHILDREN’S MENTAL 
HEALTH: AN EQUALLY IM-
PORTANT PRIORITY 

At first, education and information 
were the priority. But when these were 
covered, many public broadcasters 
worked on new creative strategies and 
products to make sure that children 
could cope with the anxiety of being 
asked to stay isolated from their nor-
mal environments and routines.
“Our main targets during this period have 
been to give children thorough and facili-
tated information, to be there as a friend that 
activates kids and to help with home school-
ing,” says Hildri Gulliksen, Head of NRK Super. 

One of the key trends that we observed 
from public broadcasters during the 
crisis is the launch of daily challenges 
and fun routines for children. In most 
cases, the hosts give children a daily 
challenge every morning, which chil-
dren then have all day to work on and 
then send to their public broadcast-
ers so they are showcased on air or on 
digital platforms. 

Ill. 1: Safeguarding children’s health through information, e.g. with the children’s news 
programme Les Niouzz (here: discussing one month of school closure)
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Ill. 2: La maison Lumni: a daily live classroom show hosted by teachers
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Indeed, making sure children stay 
active and have some fun routines 
has been one of the most successful 
content strategies during the crisis for 
public broadcasters like ERR in Estonia, 
NRK in Norway, RTP in Portugal, or 
VRT in Belgium, among other. The chal-
lenges can consist of drawing some-
thing, building something, practising 
sports, creating stories or learning a 
new activity. 
In some cases, these challenges also 
fostered team work or allowed children 
to stay connected to their classmates 
or friends. NPO, for example, launched 
a Bingo game where cards include lots 
of challenges. Teams of children play 
together and the first one in the group 
or class to complete the whole card, 
sings “Bingo!”.

“Public service has 
a key role to play in 
promoting solidarity 
and connection, 2 key 
words to get out of the 
crisis,” says Tiphaine 
De Raguenel from 
France Télévisions.

Most of the broad-
casters have also 
increased their 
e n t e r t a i n m e n t 
slots with anima-
tion, fiction or live 
action for all ages 
on air or added 
new programmes 
on their digital platforms to entertain 
kids. Acquiring new products – or re-
purposing existing archives – has been 
extremely important during this period, 
because keeping children interested 
and motivated during so many hours 
and days is obviously a challenge. 

“There’s been tremendous examples of col-
laboration and mutual assistance among our 
Members since the beginning of the coro-
navirus crisis. In response to a bigger need 
for new and distinctive public service media 
content, the EBU has facilitated hundreds 
of hours’ worth of content for audiences of 
all ages. In times of hardship we have truly 
seen public service media at its best,” says 
Jean Philip De Tender, Director of EBU Media.

Continuing to produce animation or 
entertainment programmes in a time 
where studios are closed or are mostly 
dedicated to news has also been de-
manding. But as in many other areas, 
public broadcasters have managed to 
find creative solutions to adapt to the 
crisis while continuing to bring their 
programmes to children. ZDF, for 
example, has been producing most 
of their existing programmes from 
the hosts’ homes or launched new 
programmes around the crisis, such 
as PUR+ Hilfe, wir sind zu Hause! (help, 
we are home!), where the host follows 
the lives of 2 different families during 
their confinement. Another example 
of creative responses is NPO’s Corona 
Cops (Ill. 3), where police officers film 

themselves in their daily lives during 
the crisis and tell stories for children; 
TVP in Poland made available virtual 
guided tours of museums and other 
cultural institutions in Poland for 
children; and Belgium’s VRT produces 
regular and engaging content from 
their hosts’ homes. 
In many cases, broadcasters have 
engaged with celebrities to produce 
their daily challenges or short clips for 
children during the crisis. For example, 
HRT engaged with famous Olympic 
athletes to produce their work-out 
videos for children. In some cases, 
broadcasters have even asked children 

to film themselves and send content 
that is used for TV, digital and radio 
slots and allows children to stay con-
nected with each other.

ACTIVITIES FOR ALL PLAT-
FORMS AND FOR ALL AGES

“Kids have many questions. They see their 
parents concerned and they have difficulties 
handling adult news. Lockdowns brought 
children in social deprivation and family 
dynamics changed. So we wanted to provide 
them with information made specifically for 
them, we wanted to talk and listen to them, 
to encourage and motivate them and to 
make them laugh – that would be a mo-
ment they could feel that everything is going 
to be all right,” says Martina Peštaj, Head of 
Children’s Programmes with RTV Slovenia. 

M o s t  p u b l i c 
b r o a d c a s t i n g 
kids brands have 
cross-plat form 
strategies and 
presence. But if 
content for digital 
and social media 
has continued to 
be a key asset to 
reach children, 
suddenly linear 
content has be-
come a priority to 
engage with chil-
dren and/or with 
their parents. 

As mentioned above, new children’s 
slots have been added on the main or 
secondary channels of public broad-
casters. Also radio-only public service 
organisations have started to produce 
content for children during the crisis. 
As in the case of Radio France’s new 
digital content for children, including 
how to play music with instruments 
they find available in their homes; or 
of Swedish Radio, who now have a new 
weekly live show for children every 
Sunday evening; or Polish Radio, who 
have launched new educational and 
cultural slots for children on a daily 
basis. 

Ill. 3: NPO’s Corona Cops: accompanying police officers in their daily work during the crisis 
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Several public broadcasters who 
have cross-platform brands are also 
exploiting the potential of live radio 
to allow children – especially the 
youngest ones, who are not yet on so-
cial media – to send questions to the 
shows or to send messages to friends 
and family they don’t see at the mo-
ment, like their grandparents. That 
is the case of NRK, RTP or NPO, for 
example. Some other broadcasters, 
like SRF or RTBF, are experimenting 
with podcasts and audio storytelling 
for children. 
Not only are public broadcasters 
designing and distributing content 
for all platforms, but they are also 
personalizing their products and 
slots for dif ferent ages. Some ex-
amples are ORF’s Okidoki (Ill.  4), a 
daily programme for pre-schoolers; 
KiKANINCHEN, Kika’s digital space 
for the little ones to colour, play, 
etc.; RTBF’s IZI NEWS for teens; or 
RTP’s Quaranteens , a new fiction 
product for and by teenagers, telling 
stories of their lives during confine-
ment. 
“As we want to reach everyone, we 
have not forgotten teenagers and we are cre-
ating a fiction series Quaranteens (20 episodes 
of 5 min)  to reflect this period  in  which 
teenagers are asked to stay apart from their 
friends, their colleagues, and the emotional 
consequences  of it.  Each actor  will video 
himself at home,” says Andrea Basilio. 

WHAT’S NEXT?

It’s now been around 2 months since 
13 March, when schools’ closure was 
announced for the first European 
countries. Since then, public broad-
casters have adapted and improved 
their initial strategies while going 
through a unique learning experience.  

“One thing that comes into mind about 
lessons learned is the value of developing 
content in a lean way. In pre-corona-times 
we spent much time (weeks and months) 
discussing processes and strategic choices 
that we in this situation decided in minutes. 
I shall not assert that the decisions were per-
fect or that every strategic decision should 
be made that quickly in the future, but it was 
a great eye-opener to us. Some time spent 
researching/discussing might in the future 
be replaced with time spent producing/test-
ing and learning from the experiences,” says 
Hildri Gulliksen, Head of NRK Super. 

Some questions remain unanswered: 
how to plan children’s programmes 
for the upcoming (strange) summer 
holidays? How to support the fiction 
and animation landscape when stu-
dios, staff and actors still need to stay 
at home for as long as possible? How to 
maintain audience rates and shares in 
times when not much content is new? 
The EBU will continue to facilitate 
strategic discussions and exchanges 

of information for its community in 
order to help figure these out. 
On the other hand, the crisis has 
definitely taught us something key: in 
challenging times, public service me-
dia becomes more creative and more 
relevant for children than ever. 

“This emergency is not just a parenthesis, but 
it will change the media offering, especially 
for kids. Public service media can reassert 
their central role, responding to the demand 
of information and news also for children. 
Public service media can adapt their offer-
ing to the local situation much more than 
commercial channels that merely distribute 
international content. It is also crucial to sup-
port the independent producers: regarding 
animation, we see that the Italian and Euro-
pean producers are going on smart-working 
fairly well. Drama, including kids drama, is of 
course more complicated. We are starting to 
produce drama even during lockdown, using 
creativity and remote technologies, but for 
the next season we will need new stories: 
either fantasy/mystery tales or drama rooted 
in the reality, capable of narrating life during 
and after the coronavirus crisis,” says Luca 
Milano, Director of Rai Ragazzi.

1 The European Broadcasting Union is the world’s fore-
most alliance of public service media, representing 
over 100 organisations in over 50 countries world-
wide. www.ebu.ch
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Madiana Asseraf 
is Head of Busi-
ness & Young Audi-
ences with the EBU, 
Switzer land.

THE AUTHOR

Ill. 4: Tomcat Kurt invites the children in front of the TV to join in his riddles
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